TELLING GOOD ARGUMENTS FROM BAD ONES: AN INTRODUCTION FOR STUDENTS
This is an introduction to the two PowerPoint presentations ‘Telling Good Arguments from Bad’, Series 1 and 2.

Each presentation consists of a series of arguments, all of which have either actually been used or are the sort of thing that might be used in debates and writings of various sorts. Some of them are good arguments, others not so good. You are invited to give your own opinion.
Series 1 consists of arguments that are not specifically philosophical. They would be particularly useful for students taking the ‘A’ level in Critical Thinking, but I think they could be useful for ‘A’ level philosophers too. For these examples, there is always a right or wrong answer as to whether the argument is valid or invalid.

In series 2, specially aimed at ‘A’ level philosophers, the examples are more philosophical in character. This means that they are more controversial and there is often no agreed answer as to how good they are. I give you my opinion, and it is up to you to consider whether you agree or disagree and what reasons you would give.
It is important to understand that I am not asking you to evaluate the conclusions of these arguments. You may or may not agree with the conclusions, but that isn’t the point. The question is whether the other statements made—the premises—would, assuming they are true, make it likely or certain that the conclusion is true. To understand this difference, let’s look at a simple example of two arguments:


(A)
All mammals look after their young



All whales look after their young



Therefore all whales are mammals


(B)
All fish have gills



All whales are fish



Therefore all whales have gills

Is either of these two arguments valid? That is to say: would acceptance of the premises as true oblige you to accept that the conclusion was true as well? The answer is that (B) is valid, and (A) is not, despite the fact that (A) has a true conclusion and (B) a false one. This makes it clear how the validity of an argument is different from the question of whether or not its conclusion is true. So for each of the arguments in these presentations, you need to ask yourself: if the premises are true, will the conclusion be true or probable? Bear in mind that not every argument tries to establish its conclusion with certainty; sometimes, the claim is just that the truth of the premises would make the conclusion more likely—if this is so, the argument still counts as valid.
In both presentations, each argument is immediately followed by my evaluation. Don’t move on to the evaluation too quickly or you will be losing the point of the exercise. Give each one enough time for you to develop a well-thought-out point of view.
